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Abstract 
Throughout the world, countries agree  that lifelong learning, training and education is crucial to cope today’s issues and 
challenges involving societies, cultures, economics, and health, well-being and development too, especially in a difficult time of 
global crisis, as the current one is still. Global economics and societies, involved in faster and faster changes, require higher and 
higher competencies, skills and knowledge. “The ability to produce and use knowledge has become a major factor in 
development” (World Bank, 2009). Improved people will be able to compete in global markets but they will be able to cooperate 
actively as memberships of societies and/or communities. So, lifelong learning, training and education will be key to contribute 
to increase social cohesion, reduce crime, and improve income distribution and to contribute to the growth of economic, scientific 
and cultural knowledge too. So, there’s a growing need to lifelong and lifewide widespreadly update people’s knowledge, 
competences and skills.  The aim of this paper is to analyze the context of nowadays globalized economies and societies, to pick 
out data, issues and needs, to draw attention on all those aspects for stressing pedagogical and political debate. 
Analyses are deepened with a systemic-relational approach and hermeneutic, heuristic and critical method. 
International indicators, such as by OECD or EU data, may offer a comparative framework for analysis, useful for education 
policies, pedagogists and educational researchers to improve extent and quality in the educational offer and to contribute to 
increase development and well-being of people. 
Keywords: Education policies, Globalized economies and societies, Human capital, International education indicators, Lifelong learning, 
training and education. 
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1. Introduction 
Current trans-national recommendations by international organisms, such as in the latest recent 2012 OECD 
report,  suggest that, even in such a period, like the present one, of globalized economical and financial crisis, 
increasingly higher education, in a lifelong and lifewide learning, training and education perspective, is one of the 
most crucial keys to go ahead towards realistic and effective growth prospects of the countries. «Investing in people, 
their skills and their education is key for inclusive growth and jobs – it is key for the success of economies, societies 
and their citizens!» (Angel Gurrìa, OECD Secretary-General, EAG 2012, 15). So, a higher quality education 
throughout every span of life is the aim (and the right) of every citizen of civilized countries. 
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Although considerable progress has been got throughout worldwide education, so that millions more children are 
attending schools (currently, over 1.5 billion children and youth are enrolled in kindergartens, primary and 
secondary schools and universities), and gender disparities in school enrolments (especially in primary and 
secondary grade of schools) are decreasing, we still have to face and deal with the problem of a high school drop-out 
and the current economic and financial difficulties affect policy-makers and education policies in terms of 
reductions of resources to be allocated to education. «Against this backdrop, increasing access to education requires 
strong political will and a corresponding improvement in quality, along with a workforce of well trained and 
motivated teachers and targeted actions to reach marginalized and excluded groups» (Qian Tang, UNESCO, 2011).  
Indeed, nearly 70 million children aren’t attending primary schools, more than half of them are female and quite 
half of whom are living in sub-Saharan Africa. About adulthood, instead, almost 800 million people, throughout 
world, have lack in basic literacy skills.  
Global knowledge societies and economies require an ever wider spread of lifelong learning, training and 
education throughout countries. A lifelong and lifewide learning, training and education perspective includes not 
only formal education but also non-formal and informal learning environments. So, educational institutions (every 
grade, from pre-primary to tertiary and over) are very important and learners, including learners’ needs, too. An 
effective lifelong and lifewide learning, training and education system is needed to be, first of all, flexible, to allow 
learners to enter and leave the system when it is necessary and appropriate. «The learning system needs to include a 
multitude of players, such as learners, families, employers, providers and the state. Governance in the lifelong 
learning framework therefore involves more than just ministries of education and labor» (Ruth Kagia, World Bank, 
2003, xiii). 
A crucial challenge in current global context of economic and financial crisis and recession will then be how to 
promote the widest possible lifelong learning, training and education which could be attractive and sustainable, and 
how to spread inclusion, even given limited funds and/or resources. 
 
2.  From Human capital studies to a new pedagogical perspective for 
lifelong and lifewide learning and education 
 
The idea that knowledge and skills improved wages, productivity, economic growth was recognized from far 17th 
century, by the economist William Petty (1623-1687), then by Adam Smith (1723-1790). Even John Stuart Mill 
(1806-1873) and Alfred Marshall (1890-1930) argued that human investment, as improvements in the quality of 
human beings,  was similar to an economic investment.   
But these starting concepts about human capital remained relatively undeveloped until the middle of 20th century, 
when modern economist such as Mincer, Becker and Schultz (1961) formalized that idea into a theory of human 
capital: “This knowledge and skill are in great part the product of investment and, combined with other human 
investment, predominantly account for the productive superiority of the technically advanced countries. To omit 
them in studying growth is like trying to explain Soviet ideology without Marx” (p. 3).  
He said that most of what is commonly labelled as consumption is really a human capital investment. 
Bercker elaborated a model in which costs (direct and undirect ones) are compared with benefits. 
Bercker furthermore argued that investments in personal lifelong and lifewide formation go beyond and exceed 
the formal system of education and training. 
He said also that studies about human capital would take an important role in thinking about development, 
income distribution, labour turn-over, for long time. 
Blaug, however, in 1976 pointed out that great part of human capital theorising is lacking in evidences and 
empirical basis and, according to Keynes, he viewed education as mostly a household expenditure and therefore not 
an investment at all. So, he regarded that the investment part of education is very difficult to find. 
Besides, Marxist economics are at odds with human capital theories too.  
In 1980’s, OECD countries agreed that the affluence and the growth of developing societies are related to 
knowledge, skills and attitudes of their workers. This point of view converged to a more complex theory and model 
about education and training investments and benefits. 
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Therefore, education and training, in a lifelong and lifewide perspective, are essential and crucial both for 
individuals and for societies; education and training, in fact, are, almost always, an investment because of their 
screening function in workplaces and because they contribute to enlarge flexibility and adaptability which are more 
and more essential in a technological and changing world.   
So, people who invest in education and training to improve their knowledge, “habitus”, skills and abilities will 
get middle- or long-term return. 
Human capital is crucial for both economic and non-economic benefit (such as health, a longer life span, a 
greater cooperation and solidarity among citizens, etc.), individual and social-economic return. 
2.1. Not only human capital 
Often human capital is closely related to workers’ training on-the-job to achieve and enhance specific and 
specialized skills to do better specific jobs, to grow economic productivity and to raise their wages. According to 
this point of view, human capital theory seems closely associated with economic benefit. Schultz (1989) asserted 
that “human capital enhances the productivity of both labour and physical capital. People at each skill level are more 
productive in a high human capital environment than in one that is low in human capital” (p. 220).  
Also Marshall, indeed, argued that a person could sell his labour and it may be considered ethic, but it will never 
be ethic to be a market in human beings. 
Becker (1992) pointed out that ethnic groups in USA who invest more amounts in education earn more too than 
ethnic groups who expend less in human capital. For instance, Chinese, Cuban, Japanese and Jews groups in USA 
have small families and they spend a lot in education and training. These differences in human capital investments 
can explain income disparities we can notice between those ethnic groups. 
So, according to human capital economists, education and training investment is useful to social and economic 
mobility. 
They think that society lays on an education meritocracy and a free economic market is the most relevant social 
institution; free market, besides, is the legitimate institution that can effectively regulate human behaviours, 
knowledge, achievements.  
But this point of view is too individualistic and too much referred to economic laws and market. 
Human capital, instead, can be related to a wide range of both economic and non-economic benefits, which are 
difficult to be measured. Indeed, many huge benefits may be non-economic ones. 
Human beings can be considered more than workers, utilitarians, or uncritical and persuadable adapters. Human 
beings, indeed, can be creative, free, self-determining, deeply social, cooperative etc. 
So, technical training and job skills are no enough, labour market is not the whole world in which human beings 
breath and live, human life is more articulated and complex. 
 
2.2. New concepts of person and Lifelong Learning and Education 
It is important we rescue and improve the concept of whole person, who lives and is in relationships with other 
members of society, who is involved in an integrated lifelong learning and education process in building his 
continuing growth, who cooperates each others and contributes to social and economic increase of his country. 
Lifelong learning and education, therefore, is a multidimensional concept, which describes attitudes and 
“habitus” to a continuous knowledge, skills and competencies development that go further than recurrent education 
and training, which covers both formal, non-formal and informal education from pre-school programs to young and 
adult education too.  
According to this wider perspective, lifelong learning and education process could be more effectively pursued in 
and by a university institution as a central place in a networking connection with earlier grades of schools, 
workplaces, other social institutions, national and international politics.  
University could become, in this way, a crucial and strategic planning centre to collect personal and social or 
economic needs, to conceive education and training objectives and proposals, both formal, non-formal and informal. 
So university can become a reference point for individuals, families, groups, workers, employers, companies, etc. 
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Adult learning or education, indeed, too often and for long time was considered as a particolar issue which was 
been separated from scholastic education. I mean, instead, that adult education as well pre-primary, primary, 
secondary, tertiary and post-tertiary education can be thought as a continuum in  a perspective of lifelong learning 
and education which will involve each life span and wide of a person.   
Worldwide economic crisis and, accordingly, the crisis of the welfare state strained social democracies and 
lifelong learning too. So, we can notice a steady weakness of the policies and governments in nation-states facing 
paired to global market and its widespread influence on economy so well as on. 
But lifelong learning and education deeply implicate  matters such as social inclusion, equality of opportunities, 
social justice and so on. 
So, we live in a crucial span of time, a critical trial period for economic, social, welfare and educational policies. 
Lifelong learning and education, however, are strategic for economic (i.e. satisfying wages, employability, global 
competition)  and non-economic (health, well-being, active citizenship, cooperation) growth of a country. 
Some of the aims of lifelong learning strategy by G20 Meeting on March 2010, drawn to overcome the current 
global financial, economic and jobs crisis, are: 
- access to quality education and vocational training for all 
- matching education and training to the needs of the labour market with a systemic capacity to respond to 
change 
- employability and flexibility during life 
- continuous improvement and system renewal. 
 
2.3. Some recent OECD data 
 
The OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development), furthermore, far from 1973, 
systematically publishes reports about international indicators of education systems. Education at a Glance, indeed, 
provides interesting data for internationally comparative analysis among countries, useful for politics and all stake-
holders. 
Lately OECD data about labor market conditions in 2008 show that, in countries hit by economic crisis, people 
who attained a lower level of education met more difficulties in entering and remaining in a workplace. For 
example, on average across OECD countries, unemployment rates among people who achieved a tertiary level of 
education have stayed at nearly 4% while for those without upper secondary education, unemployment rates have 
often been over 9%. On the other hand, 75% of people with a tertiary degree got a skilled job in few time. «Between 
the start of the downturn in 2008 and 2010, overall unemployment rates jumped from an already high 8.8% to 12.5% 
for people without an upper secondary education, and from 4.9% to 7.6% for people with an upper secondary 
education, on average across OECD countries. By contrast, unemployment rates for people with higher education 
remained much lower, rising from 3.3% to 4.7% during this same period. While the rate of change between the two 
groups may be similar, its impact on labour markets is hugely different. For all OECD countries together, the 
unemployment rate in 2010 was roughly one-third less for men with higher education than for men with upper 
secondary education; for women with higher education, it was two-fifths less» (Angel Gurrìa, OECD Secretary-
General, EAG 2012, 13). 
As shown in Figure 1, we can highlight and emphasize the positive relation between educational attainment and 
employment, which increases by attaining higher qualifications. On average, people who attained a tertiary-level 
degree have more chances to find and stay at work than adults with lower degrees. On OECD average, 85% of 
individuals who achieved a tertiary level education is employed, even 90% in Iceland, Norway and Switzerland. In 
Italy the percentage is above 80 %, while the lowest is reached by Turkey (about 76 %). 
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Figure 1. Positive relation between education and employment 
So, we can note that the demand for higher and high-quality education and competencies is rising and adults need 
systematically and repeatedly up-grade their knowledge and competencies to be able and ready to change work as 
needed. 
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Across OECD countries, more than 40% of adult population participates in a educational program (formal or 
non-formal), above all people with a tertiary degree participate in further education. That is, few of those with a 
lower level of education are involved in current education systems. So, lifelong learning and education have to be 
more widespread empowered and increased. 
About tertiary education attainment’s rates, OECD average is about 40 % for young people 25-34 years old, only 
above 20 % for adult people 55-64 years old. Korea reached the percentage of 65 % for young people 25-34 years 
old, while only above 10 % for adult people 55-64 years old. In Italy, the percentage of tertiary education attainment 
for young people 25-34 years old is just above 20 %, while the percentage for adult people 55-64 years old is 10 %. 
China got the lowest percentage, below 10 % both for young people 25-34 years old and even more less for adult 
people 55-64 years old. 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Rates of tertiary education attainment 
 
3. Conclusions 
Taking into account the analysis and data presented, we argue that it is very important to think about education 
policies again and again, to promote effective strategies to overcome unemployment, inequalities of opportunities, 
stronger competition, individualism and to empower opportunities for people to engage education courses or 
programs at every stage of life. In fact, the impact of education is proved to determine beneficial effects both for 
individuals and for societies, to solve and avoid from cultural, social and economic disadvantages and to give a 
significant contribution to cooperating and social cohesion and stability. 
We suggest and wish, furthermore, to get harmonic strategies that would meet with acceptance both individual 
aspirations and social-economic requirements. 
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The conditions to promote efficiently and highly lifelong learning and education require financial and economic 
incentives and funds, as well a widespread cultural change and internalization too, some sort of a “learning and 
education revolution” for a “learning and education culture”, which need a middle-term or a long-term perspective. 
To achieve a deep-rooted lifelong learning and education culture, it’s important to increase education programs 
and activities at every span of life and it’s strategic, nowadays, to develop early childhood education policies, 
activities and services and to consider university as a crucial institution, not only to offer an high-quality tertiary 
education, but also to plan programs, to collect needs, know-how, knowledge and human resources and to build an 
efficient and communicative network with politics, workplace, managers, companies, employers, workers, social 
communities, etc. universities can become a standing brain-storming centre which can involve all stake-holders in a 
continuing profitable and useful communication process and in closer contact and cooperation between working life 
and education. 
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